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On 10 November 1889, the 18-year-old aspiring actress, Antonietta Adamo, from 
Naples, wrote to the actor and capocomico Francesco Pasta (1839-1905) offering sex 
in exchange for work in his compagniaµI am willing to do anything to get into your 
compagniaDQ\WKLQJ>«@ Look, I am down on bended knee, beseeching you, praying 
to you, begging with you, praying to you, in the same way as we pray to our Holy 
)DWKHU>«@$OO\RXQJZRPHQORQJIRULVDKXVEDQGDVRFLDOSRVLWLRQ0HQRWKLQJ
nothing! I feel within me a genius that will EHH[WLQJXLVKHGRQO\ZKHQ,GLH¶. She ends 
the letter by JLYLQJ3DVWDKHUKRPHDGGUHVVDQGRIIHULQJKHUVHOIWRKLPVH[XDOO\µI 
offer myself to you¶1 Such a bold proposition may come as no surprise from an 
actress in the context of late nineteenth-century Italy, where female performing 
DUWLVWV¶VRFLDOVWatus was at best ambivalent in the eyes of priests, politicians, and 
intellectuals. Though celebrated for their talents, female performers were by the same 
token regarded with suspicion by bourgeois society for behaving promiscuously 
according to the social norms of the day, as indeed some did.
2
 Hegemonic official 
discourse championed women¶VµSURSHU¶UROHV as mothers and wives, particularly 
following Unification and the introduction of the Pisanelli Code (1865-66), which 
                                                        
*I wish to thank the British Academy and the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland for their 
financial support to fund visits during 2012 and 2013 to a number of theatre archives in Italy to carry 
out research for this chapter. My thanks, too, go to Dott.essa Giovanna Aloisi and Dott.ssa Daniela 
Montemagno of the Biblioteca e Museo Teatrale del Burcardo in Rome for their help in deciphering 
almost illegible handwriting.  
1 Antonietta Adamo to Francesco Pasta, 10 November 1889, Fondo Pasta, Biblioteca e Museo Teatrale 
GHO%XUFDUGR5RPHµSono disposta a tutto, perchè Lei mi accetti in compagnia, a tutto. >«@9HGD
P¶LQJLQRFFKLRDLVXRLSLHGLH/HVFRQJLXUR/HSUHJRFRPHVLSUHJDLOQRVWUR3DGUH&HOHVWH>«@7XWWH
le giovinette ambiscono chi uno sposo, chi una posizione sociale. Il niente, niente! In me, sento un 
JHQLRFKHPLVSHJQHUjFRQODYLWD¶All translations are my own. 
2 See K. Pullen, Actresses and Whores: On Stage and in Society (Cambridge, 2005). 
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HQVKULQHGLQODZZRPHQ¶VVXERUGLQDWLRQWRmen politically, socially, and 
economically.
3
 
5HFHQWVFKRODUVKLSKDVGUDZQDWWHQWLRQWRWKHµGH-eroticisation of cultuUH¶LQ
nineteenth-century Italy ± how the preoccupation with female virginity, notably its 
preservation, became an obsession in Catholic Italy, as elsewhere.
4
 In this chapter, I 
will show, however, that Italian tragic opera and imported French novels played a 
significant role in awakening a certain kind of desire in both ordinary and exceptional 
women in nineteenth-century Italy. My newly-presented evidence for this comes from 
my study of the hundreds of love letters and fan letters to and from performing artists 
and their fans held at theatre archives throughout Italy.
5
 Evidence of female 
(heterosexual) desire  abounds on the Italian tragic opera stage, as well as in realist 
fictional representations in the Italian novel and novella by female and male Italian 
authors following Unification.
6
 From at least as early as the premiere RI%HOOLQL¶V
opera Norma (La Scala, Milan, 1831), female singers were being cast as single and 
sexually desirous of men ± in the role of the tragic heroine, at once pitied for her 
suffering and condemned (typically to death) for transgressing social mores. There are 
countless othersLQFOXGLQJWKHFRXUWMHVWHU¶VGDXJKWHU*LOGDLQKLVRigoletto (La 
Fenice, Venice, 1851), the high-FODVVSURVWLWXWH9LROHWWDIURP9HUGL¶VLa traviata (La 
Fenice, Venice, 1853), the dishonoured Sicilian peasant woman Santuzza in 
0DVFDJQL¶VCavalleria Rusticana (Teatro Costanzi, Rome, 1890), the Parisian 
                                                        
3 3LVDQHOOL¶V Civil Code, passed on 25 June 1865 under law number 2358, was enacted in 1866. On the 
&RGH¶VLQWURGXFWLRQVHH.DWKDULQH0LWFKHOOµ/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL1HHUD0DWLOGH6HUDR)RUJLQJD
Female Solidarity in Late Nineteenth-&HQWXU\-RXUQDOVIRU:RPHQ¶Italian Studies 63 (1), Spring 
2008, 63-84, n. 2.   
4 See E. Senici, Landscape and Gender in Italian Opera: The Alpine Virgin from Bellini to Puccini 
(Cambridge, 2005), 9.  
5 In addition to the Biblioteca e Museo Teatrale del Burcardo in Rome, fan letters from this period are 
held at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in Venice, the Biblioteca Livia Simone at the Teatro alla Scala in 
0LODQDQGWKH0XVHR%LEOLRWHFDGHOO¶$WWRUHLQ*HQRD 
6 Female (hetero)sexual desire is presented in short stories and novels by (among others) Giovanni 
9HUJD,JLQLR8JR7DUFKHWWL$QWRQLR)RJD]]DUR*DEULHOH'¶$QQXQ]LR/XLJL&DSXDQD6LELOOD
Aleramo, Matilde Serao, and Neera.  
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seamstress MimuLQ3XFFLQL¶VLa bohème (Teatro Regio, Turin, 1896), the opera 
VLQJHU7RVFDLQ3XFFLQL¶VRSHUDRIWKHVDPHQDPH7HDWUR&RVWDQ]L5RPHDQG
the eponymous geisha heroine of his Madama Butterfly (La Scala, Milan, 1904). With 
WKHH[FHSWLRQRI0DVFDJQL¶VRSHUDDQG3XFFLQL¶VMadama Butterfly, all these operas 
were adapted from French realist plays or novels.
7
  
'UDZLQJRQ/DFDQ¶VFRQFHSWVRIHJRIRUPDWLRQDQGWKHPLUURUVWDJH Laura 
0XOYH\¶VhiJKO\LQIOXHQWLDOHVVD\µ9LVXDO3OHDVXUHDQG1DUUDWLYH&LQHPD¶
emphasised the prevalence of the patriarchal viewpoint in cinema to argue that the 
pleasure gained in looking is a male pleasure DQGWKDWWKHµORRN¶ in cinema is 
controlled by the male and directed at the female.
8
 In her more recent work in 
IHPLQLVWILOPWKHRU\RQWKHµJD]H¶DQGµVSHFWDFOH¶ she makes a conscious break with 
the first phase of feminist theory and calls instead for a concentration on the historical 
conditions that created and inscribed a binarism of the male (active) gaze at women 
displayed as (passive) sex objects.
9
 )ROORZLQJ0XOYH\¶VOHDG,GUDZRQH[DPSOHVRI
heterosexual female desire in realist fiction and in love letters written by female 
performers, in order to argue that the frequent recurrence of this topos of the male 
gaze at the displayed and sexualised woman was due in no small measure to the 
ubiquity of sexually desiring female tragic opera and literary characters permeating 
Italian culture, and imported from France, from around 1830 onwards.
10
 I then discuss 
how a UHZRUNLQJRI0XOYH\¶VWKHRU\RIWKHJD]HGLUHFWHGDWZRPHQWKURXJKPDOH
identification, originally devised with reference to narrative cinema, may be applied 
                                                        
7 Norma is after 1RUPDRVVLDO¶LQIDQWLFLGLR(1831), a verse tragedy by Alexandre Soumet; Rigoletto is 
adapted from the play /HURLV¶DPXVH(1877) by Victor Hugo; La traviata is from La dame aux 
camélias (1848), a novel by Alexandre Dumas fils; La bohème LVEDVHGRQ+HQU\0XUJHU¶VQRYHO
Scènes de la vie de bohème (1851); Tosca LVDGDSWHGIURP9LFWRULHQ6DUGRX¶VSlay La Tosca (1887).  
8 6HH/0XOYH\µ9LVXDO3OHDVXUHDQG1DUUDWLYH&LQHPD¶Screen, 16, 2 (1975), 6-18. 
9 See L. 0XOYH\µ8QPDVNLQJWKH*D]H)HPLQLVWILOPWKHRU\+LVWRU\DQG)LOP6WXGLHV¶LQ9. Callahan 
(ed.), Reclaiming the Archive: Feminism and Film History (Detroit, 2010), 17-31. 
10 )RUUHFHQWZRUNRQVH[XDOO\GHVLULQJWUDJLFKHURLQHVLQ9HUGL¶VRSHUDs, and on female spectatorship, 
VHHWKHFKDSWHUµ6H[XDOLW\¶LQ6XVDQ5XWKHUIRUG¶VERRNVerdi, Opera, Women (Cambridge, 2013), 111-
141. 
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to theatre performances in the context of nineteenth-century Italian culture. Such a 
reworking would involve a female gaze, by way of female identification. I will then 
go on to present a topos of the sexually desirous female gaze in a selection of realist 
fiction. In the final section of the chapter I draw on love letters by female performers 
to various capocomici and actors, such as Ettore Petrolini (1886-1936), Luigi Rasi 
(1852-1918), and Pasta, WRVKRZKRZWKHVHDUHUHYHDOLQJRIWKHVHQGHU¶VK\SHUEROLF
adulation, sexual desire, and romantic love.  
 
 
Female epistemophilic
11
 and/or desirous gazes in the theatre  
 
The general historical context for ZRPHQ¶VDFFHVVWRHGXFDWLRQDQGZRPHQ¶VOLWHUDF\  illustrates that 
ZRPHQ¶VFRJQLWLYHDQGVRFLDOHQJDJHPHQWif measured only by educational legislation, actual practice, 
and statistical records, does not provide a realistic and exhaustive view of the development of a female 
subjectivity. Rather, and as I aim to show here, it was the scopophilic mode that was an important 
component in the identity formation of Italian women in the last decade of the nineteenth century. 
Though still predominantly rural compared with its European neighbours, Italy experienced an 
unprecedented period of political, economic, and social change following the Risorgimento. This era 
saw the rise of the middle classes, an expansion in the production and consumption of print culture, and 
increased access to education and the professions for women, particularly in urban areas.12 In 1874 
women were granted official permission by the government to enter the universities, and paradoxically, 
only later, in 1883, did the Ministry of Education allow girls to attend ginnasi-licei and the istituti 
tecnici.13 Typically, middle-class girls who received state education in late nineteenth-century Italy 
finished their schooling between the ages of twelve and sixteen years; the national curriculum for girls 
                                                        
11 7KHWHUPµHSLVWHPRSKLOLF¶PHDQVµDQH[FHVVLYHORYHIRUNQRZOHGJH¶,WZDVILUVWFRLQHGDVDW\SHRI
µJD]H¶E\/DXUD0XOYH\LQWKHFKDSWHUµ3DQGRUD¶V%R[7RSRJUDSKLHVRI&XULRVLW\¶LQKHUERRN
Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington, 1996), 53-65 (59). 
12 See A. H. Caesar, G. Romani and J. Burns (eds), The Printed Media in Fin-de-Siècle Italy: 
Publishers, Writers, and Readers (London, 2011). 
13
 C. CovatoµEducate ad educare: ruolo materno ed itinerari formativi¶´Ln /¶HGXFD]LRQHGHOOHGRQQH 
scuole e modelli di vita femminilHQHOO¶,WDOLD GHOO¶2WWRFHQWR, 2nd edition, (Milan,1991), 138. 
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included arithmetic, Italian grammar, physics, biology, history, geography, geometry, religious 
education, art, pedagogy, French, calligraphy, and domestic science.14  
According to the general census of 1861, female illiteracy was on average around 86 percent 
in rural areas and 77 percent in towns and cities.15 In 1901, 62 percent of Italian women were illiterate, 
and still ten years later 40 percent of women and men could neither read nor write.16 Although these 
figures testify to a gradual rise in literacy levels towards the end of the century, it is important to bear 
in mind that they may be misleading, since if a person could merely write their name legibly and read a 
short passage, they were regarded as literate. The social, economic, and political condition of women in 
Unification Italy between 1861 and 1914 did improve thanks to the rise in female literacy, access to 
education and the professions, and better legislation protecting women in the workplace. Nevertheless, 
RUGLQDU\ERXUJHRLVZRPHQ¶VHYHU\GD\OLYHVFRQWLQXHGWREHKLJKO\FLUFXPVFULEHGDQGUHVWULFWHG
FRPSDUHGZLWKPHQ¶V. One public venue where prescriptions pertaining to gender roles were less 
strictly adhered to, however, was the theatre auditorium. Theatregoing was a common 
leisure activity in Italy for the urban middle and upper classes at a time when the 
opera industry was at its most popular and socially inclusive.
17
 At least until the 1848 
revolutions, the theatre venue was the main focus of civic life, and the stage and 
auditorium were forums for traversing gender confines for women spectators (as well 
as for men), whose only other means of exploring their sexuality was through the 
reading of novels. The composer and pianist Franz Liszt (1811-1886), writing about 
his tour of Italy in the 1830s, implied that women attended theatre performances to 
flirt with their lovers.
18
  
In nineteenth-century Italy the theatre represented one of the few public 
venues where women could meet and talk in mixed company or among themselves. 
                                                        
14 See D. Bertoni Jovine, 6WRULDGHOO¶HGXFD]LRQHSRSRODUHLQ,WDOLD (Bari, 1965), 134, and M. Serao, 
µ6FXRODQRUPDOHIHPPLQLOH¶ in Il romanzo della fanciulla, ed. F. Bruni (Naples, 1985), 146-185 ( 150). 
15 E. De Fort, Storia della scuola elementare in Italia, vol. I. 'DOO¶8QLWjDOO¶HWjJLROLWWLDQD (Milan, 
1979), 49. 
16 G. Farinelli, Storia del giornalismo italiano: dalle origini ai nostri giorni (Turin, 1997), 212. 
17 On audiences in nineteenth-century Italy, see C. Sorba, 7HDWUL/¶,WDOLDGHOPHORGUDPPDQHOO¶HWjGHO
Risorgimento (Bologna, 2001), 93-153. 
18 F. Liszt, /HWWUHVG¶XQEDFKHOLHUès musique, printed in J. Chantavoine, Franz Liszt: Pages 
Romantiques (Paris, 1912), 147-240 (178). 
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<RXQJZRPHQ¶VDWWHQGDQFHDWWKHDWUHSHUIRUPDQFHV was frowned upon by 
traditionalists, who held that young women were impressionable and weak, and that 
exposure to theatre performances (and, indeed, novels) caused harm to their minds 
and bodies. Many newspaper articles from the first half of the nineteenth century 
depict women spectators as mainly preoccupied by fashion and gossip, and therefore 
as incapable of responding to the on-stage performances in a discursive and critical 
way.
19
 This despite the fact that exceptional women such as Madame de Stäel (1766-
1817) and 1DSROHRQ,¶VVHFRQGZLIHthe Duchess of Parma Maria Luigia (1791-
1847), wrote critically about theatre performances.
20
 In addition, while women writers 
did not publish formal critical reviews and columns on theatregoing in newspapers 
and journals in Italy until the 1870s at the earliest, they were the active recipients, as 
readers, of news on theatre and theatre performances from at least the 1830s, for 
example, in the Neapolitan journals, such as /¶,QGLIIHUHQWH and La Moda.21  
Yet something shifted during the course of the nineteenth century ± perhaps 
due to the emergence of an early political consciousness among Italian women 
writers, activists and performers in the public sphere following Unification ± for, as 
we learn from La Marchesa Colombi in her 1877 conduct manual La gente per bene 
(Respectable people), by that date women were expected to restrict their 
conversations to the interval.
22
 And for the first time, professional women writers 
such as Matilde Serao (1856-1927) and La Marchesa Colombi (pseudonym for Maria 
                                                        
19 See, for example, Figaro, 22 February 1845, 61-62. 
20 See Madame de StäeO¶Vbook 'H/¶$OOHPDJQH (1810) and her novel Corinne, or Italy (1807), 
inspired by an opera De Stäel had seen in Weimar in 1803, and partly based on her own life. See, also, 
Maria Luigia¶Vletters in Correspondance de Marie Louise, 1799-1847. Lettres intimes et inédites à la 
comtesse de Colloredo et à Mlle de Poutet depuis 1810 comtesse de Crenneville (Vienna, 1887). 
21 2QHH[FHSWLRQLVDUHYLHZE\µXQDJHQWLOLVVLPDVLJQRULQDVLFLOLDQD¶RI%HOOLQL¶VI Capuletti e i 
Montecchi in the Giornale di scienze, letteratura ed arti per la Sicilia, September 1832, no. 117; parte 
seconda, and in %HFFDUL¶VHPDQFLSDWLRQLVWMRXUQDO La donna (1868-1891): Padua (1868-1871); Venice 
(1871-1877); Bologna, (1877-1891), eulogies praising the work of renowned actresses appeared 
frequently.  
22 La Marchesa Colombi, La gente per bene (Novara, 2000), 162. 
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Antonietta Torriani, 1840-1920), began to write about theatre-going and to review 
theatre events in regular newspaper columns. /D0DUFKHVD&RORPELZURWHµ&RORUHGHO
WHPSR¶ µ6LJQRIWKHWLPHV¶ in 1HHUD¶V0LODQHVHZHHNO\ZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDO Vita Intima 
from June 1890 to January 1891, and Serao describes audience reception in her 
FROXPQµ$SL0RVFRQLH9HVSH¶ µ%HHV)OLHVDQG:DVSV¶ from the Neapolitan 
broadsheet, Il MattinoZKLFKVKHZURWHXQGHUWKHSVHXGRQ\Pµ*LEXV¶DQGZKLFKUDQ
for 41 years in various newspapers, VWDUWLQJLQXQGHUWKHWLWOHµ3HUOHVLJQRUH¶LQ
the national daily Corriere di Roma. Thus, owing to the greater prominence of women 
writers on the literary scene from the 1880s onwards, women as readers, spectators, 
and writers/mediators of theatre performances were becoming critical respondents of 
culture and learning how to cultivate an epistemophilic gaze ± one that was curious 
and wanted to know, and that evinced a nascent female spectatorship.  
 0XOYH\¶VµPDOHJD]H¶FOHDUO\ manifests itself in the audience of theatre 
performances in Italy in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, 
when, following the demise of the castrati, women began to appear on stage in 
unprecedented numbers-RKQ5RVVHOOL¶VUHVHDUFKRQVLQJHUVRI,WDOLDQRSHUDKRZHYHU
reveals that from as early as 1663, one commentator writing in Venice reported that 
IRUDZRPDQWREHDEOHWRSHUIRUPRQVWDJHVKHKDGWREHDERYHDOOµEHDXWLIXO¶23 and 
male commentators throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries continued to 
WDONRIIHPDOHVLQJHUVDVEHLQJLQ5RVVHOOL¶VWHUPVVH[REMHFWV. Male writers and 
critics from the nineteenth century, for their part, comment on the performing female 
artist¶VDSSHDUDQFHDQGEHDXW\'HVFULELQJWKHVLQJHU5RVLQD3HQFR¶VVXLWDELOLW\IRU
the role of Violetta in his La traviata, Verdi in his letter to the president of the Teatro 
                                                        
23 J. Rosselli, Singers of Italian Opera: the History of a Profession (Cambridge, 1992), 58. 
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/D)HQLFHVD\VRIKHUµ6KHKDVDJRRGERG\DQGVRXODQGVKHORRNVJRRGRQVWDJH¶24 
By contrastZRPHQ¶VUHVSRQVHVFRQYH\HQWKXVLDVPDQGIDVFLQDWLRQ0\ILQGLQJV
based on fan letters to female performing artists by Italian women writers certainly 
WHVWLI\WRIHPDOHVSHFWDWRUV¶DGPLUDWLRQ²and, perhaps, desire²for female 
performers, particulDUO\LQWKHODWWHUKDOIRIWKHQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\0DWLOGH7RUWRUD¶V
edition of the letters between Matilde Serao and the actress Eleonora Duse (1858-
DQG/DXUD0DULDQL¶VERRNH[DPLQLQJWKHFRUUHVSRQGHQFHEHWZHHQ6LELOOD
Aleramo and Giacinta Pezzana (1841-1919), contain numerous examples.
25
  
 In his Deceit, Desire and the Novel (1961), René Girard argued that desire is 
triangular insofar as we borrow our desires from others. Far from being autonomous, 
our desire for a certain love object is always provoked by the desire of another person 
± the mediator; that is (in our case), the female spectator/writer, who projects on to an 
ideal of the female performing artist. The language women writers/spectators use, as 
mediators of desire, to address the female performer, is full of praise: Ada Negri 
(1870-ZULWLQJWR'XVHLQGHVFULEHVKHUDVDµ'HDUJUHDWVRXO¶DQGLQD
letter to her friend Giovanni Marano written in 1882, La Marchesa Colombi wrote of 
Sarah Bernhardt (1844-µ<RXFDQQRWLPDJLQHthe fascinating beauty and artistic 
talent of [Sarah Bernhardt]. No sooner [had] Patti earned my wholehearted admiration 
WKDQWKHIRUPHUDURXVHG\HWPRUHHQWKXVLDVPLQPH¶.26 These examples testify to an 
affirmative and epistemophilic interrelationship between female spectators/writers 
and female performers in the context of late nineteenth- and early-twentieth century 
Italy, thereby playing to the notion of the diva as Other, as unfathomable and 
                                                        
24 Letter dated 30 January 1853, cited in M. Conati, La bottega della musica: Verdi e La Fenice (Milan, 
1983), 312: µ+DEHOODILJXUDDQLPDHVWDEHQHLQLVFHQD¶ 
25 See M. Tortora, Matilde Serao a Eleonora Duse: lettere (Naples, 2004), and L. Mariani, /¶DWWULFHGHO
cuore: storia di Giacinta Pezzana attraverso le lettere (Florence, 2005). 
26 M. T. Cometto, La Marchesa Colombi: la prima giornalista della Corriere della Sera (Turin, 1996),  
162. Letter dated 2 March 1882. 
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threatening to hegemonic values. As I shall now show, this affirmative and 
epistemophilic interrelationship between female spectators and performers can also be 
discerned in the literary fiction of the time.    
 
/LWHUDU\ILJXUDWLRQVRIIHPDOHGHVLUHDQGRUWKHµIHPDOHJD]H¶ 
Perhaps I should explain here that E\DµIHPDOHJD]H¶,PHDQQRWso much a female 
HTXLYDOHQWRIWKHµPDOHJD]H¶ but rather DJD]HLQZKLFKµHURWLFFXULRVLW\¶RYHU-
identification, epistemophilia, and desire are involved; it is a type of gaze which 
WKHUHE\H[FHHGVDQGLVGLIIHUHQWIURPWKHµPDOHJD]H¶5HDOLVWILFWLRQDOSRUWUD\DOVLQ
French and Italian literary fiction of female protagonists watching tragic opera 
GHVFULEHKRZWKHSURWDJRQLVWVUHVSRQGYLFDULRXVO\WRWKHWUDJLFKHURLQH¶VHPRWLRQDO
suffering and feelings of romantic love, awakening in the protagonists their own 
VH[XDOLW\)ODXEHUW¶V0DGDPH%RYDU\LQWKHQRYHORIWKHVDPHQDPHXSRQ
DWWHQGLQJDSHUIRUPDQFHRI'RQL]HWWL¶VLucia di Lammermoor (Teatro San Carlo, 
Naples, 1835), recalls the romantic novels she enjoyed as a young girl and allows the 
music to reverberate in her soul as she watches LucLD¶VPDGVFHQHµLucia embarked 
JUDYHO\XSRQKHUFDYDWLQDLQ*PDMRUVKHEHZDLOHGORYH¶VSDQJVVKHFULHGDORXGIRU
wings. Emma, like her, was yearning to escape, to fly ecstatically aloft. [«@7KH
voice of the heroine seemed to be simply the echo of her own consciousness, and this 
enthralling illusion might almost have been contrived from the very stuff of her 
OLIH¶.27 ,Q/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶VUn matrimonio in provincia µ$6PDOO-Town 
Marriage¶'HQ]D¶VDWWHQWLRQLVWUDQVIL[HGE\WKHVLQJHUZKRSHUIRUPVWKHUROH
RI0DUJXHULWHIURP*RXQRG¶VFaust 3DULV'HQ]D¶VUHVSRQVHWR)DXVW¶V
declaration of love for Marguerite causes Denza to feel consumed by tenderness, as if 
                                                        
27 G. Flaubert, Madame Bovary, translated by Geoffrey Wall (London, 1992), 180-181. I draw on this 
French novel as it has an exemplary status in terms of nineteenth-century fictional heroines. 
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he had addressed KLVVRQJRIORYHWRKHUµ7KHQWKHSHUIRUPDQFHUHDOO\EHJDQWR
interest me. How did he fall in love? Oh, how eagerly I waited for that moment! 
When Faust bent amorously toward Marguerite, murmuring sweet nothings to her in 
the softest of voices, I felt as though I were consumed with love, just as though he had 
PXUPXUHGWKHVHWKLQJVWRPH¶28 7HUHVDIURP1HHUD¶VHSRQ\PRXVQRYHOZKR
is, like Denza, a lower-middle-class adolescent, experiences a similar close emotional 
involvement with the unfolding nDUUDWLYHRI9HUGL¶VRigoletto during her first outing 
WRWKHRSHUDµ7HUHVDZDVHQUDSWXUHG7KHEHDXW\RIDUWUHYHDOHGLWVHOIWRKHUKHDUW
already open to love. She anxiously followed the development of the dramatic action. 
The kidnapping of Gilda frightened her, she cried with Rigoletto, she had disrespect 
DQGVFRUQIRUWKHFRXUWHVDQVDQGZDLWHGH[FLWHGO\IRU*LOGD¶VUHWXUQWRWKHVWDJH¶29 
Thus, in realist fiction, the female spectator is presented experiencing the action on 
stage and in the music vicariously, in a visceral way, through her body. In Luigi 
&DSXDQD¶VQRYHOGiacinta (1879), the third-person narrator describes the music 
DIIHFWLQJSDUWVRIWKHSURWDJRQLVW¶VERG\DVKHUORYHU-to-be plays a piano piece to her: 
µGerace also had a particular way of directing the notes at Giacinta; and she, who had 
realised it, felt them linger around her body, rest on her forehead, flutter over her 
cheeks and around her neck, tickling her¶.30 These fictional women in Italian realist 
novels, whose lives were confined to the domestic sphere, engage with the music 
and/or musical performance as a form of erotic escapism and liberation from the 
monotony of their everyday lives. 
 Such is the ambiguous nature of the literary realist genre that one could read 
the aforementioned passage as objectifying the female body, thus endorsing 0XOYH\¶V
                                                        
28 La Marchesa Colombi, A Small-Town Marriage, trans. by Paula Spurlin Paige (Evanston, Illinois, 
2001), 23. 
29 Neera, Teresa, trans. by Martha King (Evanston, Illinois, 1998), 60. 
30 L. Capuana, Giacinta (Rome, 1980), 58. 
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binarism. Indeed, the depiction of female performing artists in realist fiction by male 
authors points very clearly to the conception of the diva as Other, as a threatening 
figure of fasciQDWLRQZKRSOD\VWRPHQ¶VGHVLUHVZKRLVULGLFXOHGDQGUHYLOHG\HW
ZRUVKLSSHG7KHEDOOHULQD(YDIURP9HUJD¶VQRYHORIWKHVDPHQDPH, is described as 
DµVLUHQD¶DQGDQµDPD]]RQH¶ZKRDVDQHPERGLPHQWRIWKHILJXUHRIWKHfemme 
fatale, is of great seductive charm, and leads the male protagonist into a 
compromising and dangerous situation.
31
 Yet Susan Rutherford has shown how the 
writers George Sand (1804-1876), George Eliot (1819-1880), and Willa Cather 
(1873-1947) all challenge the notion of the prima donna as erotic siren in their 
writings;
32
 the same can be said of women writers in early post-Unification Italy. The 
DFWUHVV9LWWRULDLQ/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶VQRYHOODTeste alate (1879), far from being 
depicted as an erotic siren, is described as talented, intelligent and well-respected for 
KHUDUW9LWWRULDLVµDSXUHSDVVLRQDWHEROGZRPDQDQLQGHSHQGHQWVOLJKWO\
PDVFXOLQHW\SH6KHHDVLO\JRWH[FLWHGUHDG\WRLQGXOJHKHUKHDUW¶VILUVWLPSXOVH, 
believing it to be the best. She was aroused by art, she became enthusiastic about an 
author, an actor, also an actress; she wanted to meet them, and she had words and 
ZD\VRIH[SUHVVLQJKHUDGPLUDWLRQWKDWUHYHDOHGDOOWKHIHUYRXURIKHUDUWLVWLFVRXO¶33 
Interestingly, although in realist fiction by male writers the first person narrator may 
objectify the female performing artist, these same writers also depict female 
characters with desirous gazes who, it may be argued, objectify male characters. In 
)ODXEHUW¶VMadame Bovary, Emma lusts after the tenor singing the role of Edgardo 
and fantasisHVDERXWUXQQLQJDZD\ZLWKKLPDFURVV(XURSHµ'UDZQWRWKHPDQE\KLV
creation of the character, she tried to picture to herself the life he led, that 
H[WUDRUGLQDU\KHFWLFVSOHQGLGOLIH>«@:LWKKLPVKHZRXOGKDYHYLVLWHGall the 
                                                        
31 G. Verga, Una peccatrice, Storia di una capinera, Eva, and Tigre reale, 2nd edn. (Milan, 1954), 228. 
32 See S. Rutherford, The Prima Donna and Opera, 1815-1930 (Cambridge, 2009), 58-89. 
33 /D0DUFKHVD&RORPELµ7HVWH$ODWH¶LQ6HUDWHG¶LQYHUQR(Ferrara, 1997), 77. 
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NLQJGRPVRI(XURSHWUDYHOOLQJIURPFDSLWDOWRFDSLWDO>«@6KHORQJHGWRUXQWRKLV
arms, to shelter in his strength as in the very incarnation of love, and to say to him, to 
FU\RXWWRKLPµ7DNHPH&DUU\PHDZD\$ZD\<RXUV\RXUVEHDOOP\DUdour, all 
P\GUHDPV¶¶34 Similarly, in Italian verismo fiction, women ogle at the men returning 
from the Risorgimento EDWWOHLQ9HUJD¶VQRYHOODCavalleria Rusticana µ5XVWLF
&KLYDOU\¶µ7XULGGX0DFFDVRQRIROG0RWKHU1XQ]LDZKHQKHFDPHKRPH
from being a soldier, went swaggering about the village square every Sunday, 
showing himself off in his EHUVDJOLHUH¶VXQLIRUP>«@7KHJLUOVJRLQJWR0DVVZLWK
WKHLUQRVHVPHHNO\LQVLGHWKHLUNHUFKLHIVVWROHVXFKORRNVDWKLP¶35  
As previously mentioned, similar topoi of sexual desire on the part of 
heterosexual women are features of Italian tragic opera, beginning with the heroine of 
%HOOLQL¶VNorma (though arguably dating back to the premiere of the tragic version of 
5RVVLQL¶VTancredi (Ferrara, 1816), embodied in the character Amenaide, who is in 
love with Tancredi), and can be seen with particular emphasis in Violetta from 
9HUGL¶VLa traviata RQZDUGVWKURXJKWRWKHµHQGRIWKHJUHDWWUDGLWLRQ¶DVPDQLIHVWHG
E\3XFFLQL¶VTurandot (La Scala, 1926) in the character of the slave girl, Liù.36 The 
ambiguous figure of the tragic opera heroine enabled female theatregoers to explore 
their own sexuality vicariously, to identify with her, and to satisfy their erotic 
curiosity. The prevalence of the topos of the sexually desiring woman arguably 
accounts for expressions of female desire in extant letters ranging from the 1840s to 
WW1, which have been documented in recent scholarship.
37
 In the next section, I 
                                                        
34 Flaubert, Madame Bovary, 237.  
35 G. 9HUJDµ&DYDOOHULD5XVWLFDQD¶ in Pane nero, and other stories, trans. by D. Maxwell White 
(Manchester, 1965), 37. 
36 See W. Ashbrook and H. Powers, 3XFFLQL¶V7XUDQGRW7KH(QGRIWKH*UHDW7UDGLWLRQ (Princeton, 
1991). 
37 For the first edited collection of letters by four ordinary women who wrote to their fiancés or 
husbands between 1844 and 1903, see La finestra, O¶DWWHVDODVFULWWXUDUDJQDWHOHGHOVH¶LQHSLVWRODUL
IHPPLQLOLGHOO¶, C. Barbarulli et al. (eds) (Ferrara, 1997); for examples of fan letters to Garibaldi by 
women, see Chapter 7 in L. Riall, Garibaldi: Invention of a Hero (New Haven, Connecticut; London 
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consider the use of language in the correspondence between actresses and 
actors/capocomici in late nineteenth- and early-twentieth century Italy. 
 
Epistolary figurations of female desire 
Among the hundreds of letters stored in the various collections held at the Biblioteca 
Teatrale Museo del Burcado in Rome, most of those written by female performing 
artists are couched as formal introductions to directors of compagnie from women 
requesting work, in much the same key as the missive cited at the beginning of this 
chapter. Their style and content are akin to a modern-day covering letter 
accompanying a CV, providing very detailed descriptions of personal achievements 
and accolades. Many instances RIIHPDOHZULWHUV¶epistolary style feature a critical, 
discursive voice. For example, the letter to capocomico Luigi Rasi, written by the 
DFWUHVV(OHWWUD%UXQLQL3ULYDWRIURP)ORUHQFHRQ-XO\VWDWHVµ,KDYHUHDGWKH
PRQRORJXHDQG,OLNHLWYHU\PXFKIRUWKHTXDOLW\RIWKHDXWKRU¶VHOHJDQWVW\OH¶38 
Since the epistolary collections at the Burcado are mainly those amassed by male 
actors and capocomici (Pasta, Rasi, Boutet), there are many more letters whose 
content evokes female desire than the reverse. Certainly men expressed sexual desire 
IRUDFWUHVVHVWKLVLVDSSDUHQWIURPDUHDGLQJRI9LWR3DQGROIL¶VAntologia del grande 
attore (1954), which contains formal dedications to grandi attrici (Adelaide Ristori 
                                                                                                                                                              
*DEULHOOD5RPDQLKDVSXEOLVKHGRQµ:RPHQ:ULWLQJ/HWWHUV(SLVWRODU\3UDFWLFHVLQ
Nineteenth-&HQWXU\1HZVSDSHUV0DQXDOVDQG)LFWLRQ¶LQ S. Scarparo and R. Wilson (eds), Across 
Genres, Generations and Borders: Italian Women Writing Lives (Melbourne, 2004), 24-37, and on 
Postal Culture: Writing and Reading Letters in Post-Unification Italy (Toronto, 2013). Laura A. 
6DOVLQL¶VERRN  $GGUHVVLQJWKH/HWWHU,WDOLDQ:RPHQ:ULWHUV¶(SLVWRODU\)LFWLRQ (Toronto, 2010) 
presents another important contribution to studies on letter writing in Italian culture, and  Mark 
6H\PRXUGRFXPHQWVDZRPDQ¶VIDQOHWWHUVWRWKHFLUFXVDFUREDWIURP&DODEULD3Letro Cardinali, in 
µ(SLVWRODU\(PRWLRQV([SORULQJ$PRURXV+LQWHUODQGVLQV6RXWKHUQ,WDO\¶Social History, 35(2), 
(2010), 148-164. More recently, Martyn Lyons discusses the ways in which four single women from 
1840 to WW1 negotiated the boundaries between private emotional lives and the public scrutiny which 
constrained them in their letters to their fiancés, whom WKH\WKHQZHQWRQWRPDUU\LQµµQuesto cor che 
WXRVLUHVH¶7KH3ULYDWHDQGWKH3XEOLFLQ,WDOLDQ:RPHQ¶V/RYH/HWWHUVLQWKH/RQJ1LQHWHHQWK-
&HQWXU\¶LQModern Italy 19 (4), (2014) (forthcoming). 
38 Elettra Brunini Privato to Luigi Rasi, 26 July 1893, Fondo Rasi, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
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and Eleonora Duse, among others) by male writers in verse.
39
 Among the collection 
of letters held at the Burcardo, there is one from the actor Francesco Ciotti (1833-
1913) from Pistoia, who, on 19 January 1902, wrote to Ristori to wish her a happy 
birthday:  
 
To Adelaide Ristori, >«@who, with the mastery of her powerful art, 
travelled the two hemispheres, and knew how to enthrall and to thrill 
the crowds. Francesco Ciotti, your artistic companion in art, witness 
of your unforgettable triumphs, on this day, 19 January 1902, the 80th 
year of the glorious existence of the esteemed actress, sends his most 
humble and reverent greetings.40 
 
A similar letter of absolute admiration and respect was written by criminologist and 
socialist politician Enrico Ferri (1856-1929) to Eleonora Duse from Rome on 1 
December 1898: 
 
Regretting that I cannot see you again this evening in The Lady of the 
Camellias, as I saw you (do you remember?) in Siena fourteen years 
ago, I wish to send you greetings and good wishes for this evening and 
for many years to come. 
While abroad a few weeks ago, I heard the ever great echo of 
enthusiastic and continuous admiration for you and I am delighted as 
your old admirer and friend. 
And as such, despite the great distance, once again I send you warm 
greetings. Enrico Ferri.41  
 
                                                        
39 See V. Pandolfi, Antologia del grande attore: raccolta di memorie e saggi dei grandi attori italiani 
dalla riforma goldoniana ad oggi (Rome, 1954). For the more familiar notion of bourgeois men having 
affairs with female performers, see A History of Private Life: From the Fires of Revolution to the Great 
War, Vol. IV, in M. Perrot (ed.) (Cambridge, Mass., London, 1990), 668. 
40 Francesco Ciotti to Adelaide Ristori, 19 January 1902, Fondo Bevacqua, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo 
del Burcado, Rome. 
41 Enrico Ferri to Eleonora Duse, 1 December 1898, Fondo Storico, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
15 
 
The style and tone of these fan letters, though patently adoring, is at the same time 
respectful and relatively restrained compared with the letters examined below written 
by female performing artists to actors and capocomici7KHVHUHYHDOWKHVHQGHU¶V
amorous devotions and feelings of sexual desire. In considering the letters by female 
artists, we must bear in mind Michelle PerroW¶VFDXWLRQWKDWµ>W@KHLUFRQWHQWVDUH
dictated by rules of propriety and a need for self-dramatization. Nothing is less 
spontaneous than a OHWWHU¶42 Indeed, as Mark Seymour correctly warnsµ+LVWRULDQV
need to be wary of regarding personal letters as transparent windows onto the hearts 
DQGPLQGVRIWKHSDVW¶43 In their respective studies, both Seymour and Martyn Lyons 
describe the cultural phenomenon of the novel and opera that very likely played a part 
LQVKDSLQJ,WDOLDQERXUJHRLVZRPHQ¶VFRQFHSWVRIHPRWion, and their expression in the 
nineteenth century.
44
 If anything, this connection is even more applicable to the case 
of the Italian diva, whose private and professional life was steeped in the flamboyant 
emotions conveyed by the reading of novels, plays and libretti in her preparation for 
the performance of roles. 
  AVSUHYLRXVO\QRWHGZKDWZDVFRQVLGHUHGµSURSHU¶EHKDYLRXUIRURUGLQDU\
middle-class women in nineteenth-century Italy and their emotional lives differed for 
female performing artists; the bRXQGDULHVEHWZHHQDFWUHVVHV¶SULYDWHHPRWLRQDOOLYHV
and public scrutiny were blurred thanks to an early twentieth-FHQWXU\µGLYDIHYHU¶
made possible by technological advances such as photography and film. Nor can we 
make assumptions about female performinJDUWLVWV¶VRFLDOFODVVWKHGLYDRUµGLYLQH
ZRPDQ¶LVRIWHQVHHQDVWUDQVFHQGLQJWKHVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWVRIFODVVUDFHDQGJHQGHU
and lived her life outside the confines of bourgeois morality. Originating in 
Mediterranean Catholic cultures, the contemporary western diva offers consumers a 
                                                        
42 A History of Private Life, IV, 4. 
43 6H\PRXUµ(SLVWRODU\(PRWLRQV¶149. 
44 Ibid.,  157; Lyons (article forthcoming in Modern Italy, 19 (4), (2014)). 
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secular alternative to female religious iconicity. According to Angela Dalle Vacche, 
s/he is an accessible, secular alternative to the mater dolorosa.
45
 Where the mater 
dolorosa is submissive, chaste and introvert, the modern western diva exudes 
eroticism, being alluring and extrovert whilst s/he is by no means anti-religious. S/he 
harnesses the discourses of religion and propriety and uses them to her/his own ends.  
 
Professional women in the public eye in early post-Unification Italy, as 
writers, actors, journalists, dancers, singers, were exempt from many of the strictures 
RIERXUJHRLVOLIH0DUW\Q/\RQV¶VUHFHQWDUWLFOHKDVVKRZQWKDWIRUDVLQJOH\RXQJ
ordinary woman, writing was a public act insofar as public scrutiny constrained her 
and UHTXLUHGWKHµHQOLVWPHQWRIDQHWZRUNRIIHPDOHDFFRPSOLFHV¶ who delivered and 
exchanged her letters. Women were µVXEMHFWWRDFXOWXUHRIVXUYHLOODQFHEXW>«@
SDUWLFLSDWHGLQWKHLURZQµFXOWXUHRIGLVREHGLHQFH¶46 However, professionDOZRPHQ¶V
private correspondence remained precisely that: private. Yet because there is an 
interest in maintaining the memory of earlier generations, and, in the case of letters 
held at the Biblioteca e Museo Teatrale del Burcardo in Rome, a fascination with the 
notorious recipients that transforms these private papers into relics, they have become 
SXEOLFSURSHUW\:ULWLQJWR)UDQFHVFR3DVWDIURP5RVDULRGL6DQWD)H¶RQ-XO\
the actress Adelaide Negri Falconi (1833-1902) added to the final page of a letter her 
husband had written to Pasta a short note in which she confesses her feelings for the 
capocomico:   
 
&KHFFR>3DVWD@2KZK\FDQ,QRWVD\WKDW,WRRDPDOO\RXUV«WKH
[sic.] forbids me and the affection I bear IRUWKHJRRG)ORUD>3DVWD¶V
wife]; God! what pain it would cause her if she were to discover that I 
                                                        
45 A. Dalle Vacche, Diva: Defiance and Passion in Early Italian Cinema (Austin, 2008), 1-21. 
46 Lyons (article forthcoming in Modern Italy, 19 (4), (2014)). 
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lock in my breast a little of your teacher Antonio![?] But, no, I will 
shut up in my heart this guilty passion!...  
Until next time, and please send my heartfelt kisses to dear Flora from 
her very affectionate friend Adelaide.47  
 
Writing on 1 November 1897 to Eduardo Boutet, Virginia Reiter (1862-1937) wrote 
feelingly about her love for him:  
 
If only you knew how much I think of you. I think of you at your 
QHZVSDSHUDWWKHSULQWHU¶V«DWthe Pincio, at the theatre! and even in 
9LD>"@>«@:ULWHWRPH(GXDUGR7HOOPHZKDW\RXDUHGRLQJLQ
the evenings, where you spend them. Do you think of me sometimes? 
I want to tell you something: the evening you said hello to me, the last 
RQH«OHIWPHZLWKDKHDY\KHDUWVRKHDY\«WKDWZLWK\RXJRQH,
FULHGDORW>«@,FODVS\RXUKDQGVDQG«\RXU9LUJLQLD48 
 
Her desire is similarly effusive in a letter dated 31 October 1898, in which she 
LQIRUPVKLPµ:LFNHG9LUJLQLDKRZ,GHVLUHG\RXRQ6DWXUGD\,t was my great 
WULXPSK¶,QDOHWWHUVHQWRQD6XQGD\LQ5RPHLQVKHLQYLWHVKLPRYHUWRKHUV
µ%XWDUH\RXVXUH\RXGRQ¶WZDQWWRFRPHXSIRUDPRPHQWWRWKHER[RUWRP\KRXVH
so that I can say hello to you, clasp your hand, speak with you? Please GRQ¶WIRUJHWWKH
&D¶G¶RUR<RXUVDIIHFWLRQDWHO\9LUJLQLD¶49 
 My final example is correspondence between the caffè-concerto singer Anna 
Fougez (pseudonym for Maria Annina Laganà Pappacena) and Petrolini, with whom 
she had a relationship in 1913. [PLEASE INCLUDE IMAGE OF ANNA FOUGEZ 
HERE] On 4 October, Fougez writes frankly and knowingly about her feelings:  
                                                        
47 Adelaide Negri Falconi to Francesco Pasta, 7 July 1881, Fondo Pasta, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
48 Virginia Reiter to Eduardo Boutet, 1 November 1897, Fondo Boutet, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
49
 Virginia Reiter to Eduardo Boutet, 31 October 1898 and 1906 (date and month unknown), Fondo 
Boutet, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del Burcado, Rome.  
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'HDUHVW(WWRUH>«@WKRXJK,DP\RXQJ,KDYHDOZD\VIHOWRQO\
capable of loving a man who, rather than flattering me to satisfy a 
JLUO¶VSULGHKDs been able to understand me and who honestly makes 
me happy. I believe I have found that man in you because it is not 
only my ambition to have by my side a great artist such as you but I 
am attracted to you by your unusual qualities. I believe I have found in 
you the man I was looking for, who will know how to tolerate and 
correct the frivolities of my 18 years and who at the same time will 
know how to read inside my soul, and, after having studied me, can be 
convinced that in essence I am good, loyal and more than capable of a 
VHULRXVUHODWLRQVKLS>«@3OHDVHDFFHSWIURPWKHERWWRPRIP\KHDUW
the most affectionate kiss from your little Anna.50 
  
Later, on 22 October, she is similarly candid and effusive: 
 
My Ettore, 
I hope we will see each other soon to spend some wonderful hours 
together like in Milan, but unfortunately it will depend on you and I 
hope you will still give me a sign that you would enjoy my company. 
>«@:ULWHWRPHVWUDLJKWDZD\LI,FDQEHKRSHIXODQGZKLOH,ZDLW
accept a dear embrace and an affectionate kiss from your Anna.  
My parents send you their best regards.51 
  
Conclusion 
Female protagonists in Italian realist fiction respond to the emotional suffering and 
IHHOLQJVRIURPDQWLFORYHRQWKHSDUWRIWUDJLFRSHUD¶VKHURLQHVYLFDULRXVO\ awakening 
in the protagonists their own sexuality: they engage with the music and/or musical 
performance as a form of erotic escapism and liberation from the monotony of their 
                                                        
50 Anna Fougez to Ettore Petrolini, 4 October 1913, Fondo Petrolini, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
51 Anna Fougez to Ettore Petrolini, 22 October 1913, Fondo Petrolini, Biblioteca Teatrale Museo del 
Burcado, Rome. 
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everyday lives, which are played out in the domestic sphere. The female protagoQLVWV¶
JD]HFRPSOLFDWHVDQGH[FHHGVWKHµPDOHJD]H¶EHLQJRQHRIHURWLFFXULRVLW\RYHU-
identification with the heroine (arguably to the point of masochism), epistemophilia, 
and sexual desire. Linked to this, through a reading of a sample of letters written by 
professional dive and an aspiring actress in post-Unification Italy, I have shown that 
the topos of the sexually desiring woman extended beyond the imaginary. Though the 
openly honest and intelligently expressed declarations of love expressed by female 
SHUIRUPLQJDUWLVWVDUHQRWVXUSULVLQJFRQVLGHULQJWKHSHUIRUPHUV¶H[HPSWLRQIURP
bourgeois social mores, they were an integral feature of the everyday lives of many 
professional women in post-Unification Italy. 
 Returning to the point made at the beginning that recent scholarship has 
described the culture of nineteenth-FHQWXU\,WDO\DVµGH-HURWLFLVHG¶,KDYHVKRZQKHUH
the opposite to be the case: on the contrary, from the 1830s onwards, the topos of the 
sexually desiring woman in Italian tragic opera and imported French novels played a 
significant role in awakening a certain kind of desire in exceptional women in post-
Unification Italy. This was a period in which, thanks to educational legislation 
introduced during the period 1874-1883 and the rise of female literacy, women were 
engaging cognitively and socially in the culture as readers and spectators: educated 
middle-class ordinary women were watching sexually desiring women in the theatre 
auditorium and reading about them in Italian realist fiction. As such, the scopophilic 
mode exceeded improvements in law made to the social, economic and political 
condition of women in early-Unification Italy. Through the scopophilic mode, 
actresses, aspiring actresses, and women writers learned about their sexual selves, 
ZKLFKDUHDSSDUHQWIURPIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUV¶FDQGLGH[SUHVVLRQVRIKHWHURVH[XDO
IHHOLQJVDQGGHVLUHVLQWKHLUHSLVWRODU\ZULWLQJVDQGZRPHQZULWHUV¶SRUWUD\DOVRI
20 
 
IHPDOHSURWDJRQLVWV¶JD]HVLQ,WDOLDQUHDOLVWILFWLRQ6XFKEROGVHOI-assertions in 
literary and epistolary writings were facilitated by the blurring of the boundaries 
EHWZHHQWKHµSXEOLF¶DQGWKHµSULYDWH¶VSKHUHV at a time of unprecedented social and 
economic advancement, including the rise of the movement for female emancipation, 
whose followers were closely linked to celebrated actresses through friendship ties, as 
the researches of Michaela De Giorgio and Laura Mariani have shown.
52
 Female 
SHUIRUPLQJDUWLVWV¶H[SUHVVLRQVRIVH[XDOGHVLUHWRJHWKHUZLWKWKHHPHUJHQFHRI
womeQZULWHUVLQOLWHUDU\FLUFOHVFKDOOHQJLQJµPDVFXOLQLVW¶ZD\VRIVSHFWDWLQJLQWKHLU
fiction and journalism as never before, also offered female spectators new modes of 
seeing, being, and desiring, thus opening up new possibilities for the expression of 
female sexuality and desire. 
 
 
                                                        
52 See M. De Giorgio, /HLWDOLDQHGDOO¶8QLWjDRJJLPRGHOOLFXOWXUDOLHFRPSRUWDPHQWLVRFLDOL (Rome, 
1992), 126, and L. Mariani, /¶DWWULFHGHOFXRUHVWRULDGL*LDFLQWD3H]]DQDDWWUDYHUVROHOHWWHUH 
(Florence, 2005). 
